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1. Introduction
In many languages, such as Spanish and Italian, null subjects are allowed (e.g., Comí
almendras ‘(I) ate almonds’), while in others, such as English and French, the subject
must be overt (e.g., *Ate almonds). It is often claimed that in Spanish and Italian the
subject agreement on the verb provides rich information on the person and number of
the subject, hence allowing null subjects. In a similar vein, it is supposed that English
and French do not allow null subjects because they lack rich agreement morphology
(D’Alessandro 2015).
Although the relationship between rich agreement and the occurrence of null
subjects is clear and there are numerous languages that present evidence of such a
relationship, many linguists (Jaeggli and Safir 1989, Speas 2006, Camacho 2013)
have noted that defining the notion of rich agreement accurately is very difficult.
Modesto (2008:375) indicates that most researchers use the term “rich” to mean
“bearing enough morphology to provide non-ambiguous information on the person
and number (and maybe gender) of the subject.” However, this definition does not
make it clear how rich the agreement needs to be to allow null subjects.
Speas (2006), for example, claims that null subject languages (henceforth NSLs)
occur in the context of either very rich agreement or no agreement at all. Speas
proposes that the expression or otherwise of null subjects is determined by whether
the grammatical categories of person and number are specified. If they lack such
specification, they must be given value. Following this, languages with poor
agreement do not allow null subjects because null subjects do not provide value to
such agreement. In languages lacking subject agreement on the verb (like Chinese),
null subjects may occur because there is no agreement to give value to.
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There were some other cross-linguistic investigations dealing with agreement and
the occurrence of null subjects, but no large-scale cross-linguistic study has yet
verified if there is a correlation between agreement richness and the occurrence of
NSLs, nor has a geographical and genealogical analysis of the existent variation yet
been presented.
Another gap in the literature is that the semantic distinctions seen in agreement
markers have not yet been detailedly compared with those seen in overt pronominal
subjects. Such comparison is important to establish a theory of language. It is
generally recognized that the semantic distinctions encoded in dependent person
markers may be less elaborate than those encoded in independent pronouns
(Siewierska and Bakker 2005:151). This is due to the fact that dependent person
forms markers are typically assumed to derive from independent pronouns via the
process of grammaticalization.
2. Methodology
I have attempted to measure agreement richness in a language by counting the number
of person, number, and gender (henceforth PNG) combinations encoded by subject
agreement on the verb. For example, English has two PNG combinations (the third
person singular suffix -s and zero for the other combinations). Such a method is
similar to the classification of sound inventories according to the number of vowels
and consonants (Maddieson 2013) and the classification of person paradigms
according to the number of “roles or combinations of roles in the speech act that each
language considers to be of sufficient importance to mark by a separate lexical form”
(Ingram 1978:215). This method has some shortcomings, as it does not distinguish,
for instance, between person and number syncretism, but this approach can
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nevertheless reveal some meaningful tendencies, as will become clear.
If a language has subject paradigms with different numbers of combinations, I
consider the highest number for the purposes of this analysis. For example, Spanish is
classified as a language with six combinations, although some paradigms distinguish
fewer forms. Nevertheless, subject agreement in the vast majority of languages has
the same PNG distinctions, and any differences are generally slight. I also consider
sequences of separate agreement markers. For example, if there is an agglutinative
language that has three morphological agreement slots on the verb: one for gender
(masculine vs feminine), one for number (singular vs plural) and one for person (first,
second, and third), this language has in total twelve PNG combinations.
I will also consider cases in which PNG is marked by optional morphemes. For
example, in Tapiete, a Tupian language spoken in Argentina, the third person subject
is marked by the prefix o-, while plurality is marked by the optional suffix -ré
(González 2005:143, 190). I will disregard PNG distinctions that are seen only in the
conjugation of a specific verb. For example, English is classified as a language with
two PNG distinctions, although the present tense of the verb be distinguishes three
forms (am in the first person singular, is in the third person singular, and are in the
remaining combinations). Person portmanteaus (forms that combine the subject and
object into one single morpheme) are also disregarded.
This study is based on a sample of 403 languages. The data were extracted mainly
from reference grammars. In cases where the information available in grammars was
insufficient, I consulted language specialists and academic articles. I attempted to
analyze languages from as many families and subfamilies as possible. The number of
languages in the sample is more or less proportional to the total number of languages
in the respective families. The languages in the present investigation are referred by
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the name used in the source that I have consulted. The genealogical classification
follows Glottolog (Hammarström et al. 2018). In order to control for geographical
bias, the languages are divided into the six macro-areas proposed by Hammarström
and Donohue (2014): Africa, Eurasia, Papunesia (all islands between Sumatra and the
Americas, excluding Japan and islands to the north of it), Australia, North America
(includes Central America and Greenland), and South America.
The analyzed constructions must occur in the main clause of a declarative
sentence. Many languages that require overt subjects do not do so in imperative
sentences, as English (e.g., Bring me that book). The subject must be thematic, such
as I ate almonds. Expletive subjects, such as It rains, are a separate area of research
and are thus disregarded. Coordinate constructions and answers to questions are not
considered. Regarding this, Holmberg et al. (2009:65-67) argue that answers to
questions are insensitive to the person of the subject. Finnish, for example, allows first
and second person null subjects freely, while third person subjects are obligatory in
the main clauses of declarative sentences. However, third person null subjects are
allowed in answer to questions and in subordinate clauses. Finnish is an example of
partial NSL, that is, a language that allows null subject only under determinate
conditions.
Languages in which independent pronouns present the only evidence for gender,
such as English, will be considered as having gender. However, only third person
independent pronouns will be taken into account. Regarding this, Corbett (2013) notes
that the control of third person anaphoric pronouns (the girl... she) is generally
considered as a type of gender distinction. I will also consider cases in which
independent subject pronouns are marked by separate number and gender markers, as
long as these markers are obligatory. For example, in Mandarin Chinese the first
5
person pronoun is wo, the second person pronon is ni, and third person pronoun is ta.
Plurality is obligatorily marked by men (Yip and Rimmington 2004:47).
3. Results
Table 1 shows that NSLs are more frequent than partial and non-NSLs, regardless of
the number of PNG combinations. Table 2 shows that, among the NSLs with subject
agreement on the verb, NSLs with seven or more combinations are the most frequent
in all areas. Table 3 shows that, among the NSLs with subject agreement on the verb,
NSLs with seven or more combinations are the most widespread genealogically.
Generally, among languages with subject agreement on the verb, the greater the
number of PNG combinations, the more geographically and genealogically
widespread are the NSLs, as can be seen in Tables 2 and 3. NSLs without subject
agreement on the verb are more numerous than NSLs with seven or more
combinations only in Eurasia, as can be seen in Table 2. In this area, NSLs without
subject agreement on the verb are also more widespread genealogically, as shown in
Table 3.
Table 1. Number of NSLs, partial NSLs, and non-NSLs
Number of PNG combinations
No agreement 2-3 4 5 6 7 or more Total
NSLs 73 5 9 20 84 171 362
Partial NSLs 5 2 0 1 2 2 12
Non-NSLs 19 4 2 2 1 1 29
Total 97 11 11 23 87 174 403
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Table 2. Number of NSLs, broken up area
Table 3. Number of families with NSLs, broken up by area
Number of PNG combinations
No agreement 2-3 4 5 6 7 or more Total
Africa 2 0 1 2 9 15 29
Eurasia 14 2 1 3 12 12 44
Papunesia 8 1 2 3 5 13 32
Australia 2 1 1 0 2 18 24
North America 3 0 1 5 14 21 44
South America 5 1 2 4 11 21 44
Total 34 5 8 17 53 100 217
There are 297 languages in the sample that have both agreement markers and
pronouns.1 In the majority (139 or 46%) of these languages, the independent subject
pronouns and agreement markers have the same number of PNG combinations. There
are 126 (42%) languages in which independent subject pronouns have more PNG
combinations than agreement markers. In a minority (32 or 10%) of languages, the
agreement markers have more PNG combinations than independent subject pronouns.
The following three tables show that languages in which the paradigm of subject
dependent person markers has more PNG combinations than the paradigm of
independent subject pronouns are also less genealogically widespread.
1 This number does not include the following six Atlantic-Congo languages: Lucazi, Shona, Zulu, Chichewa,
Oshindonga, and Northern Sotho. The sources available to me on these languages do not specify the tone of the
agreement markers and/or independent pronouns. Hence, I was unable to compare the number of PNG
combinations seen in agreement markers with those seen in independent pronouns.
Number of PNG combinations
No agreement 2-3 4 5 6 7 or more Total
Africa 3 0 1 3 15 34 56
Eurasia 34 2 1 5 26 27 95
Papunesia 17 1 3 3 10 33 67
Australia 11 1 1 0 2 22 37
North America 3 0 1 5 19 28 56
South America 5 1 2 4 12 27 51
Total 73 5 9 20 84 171 362
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Table 4. Number of languages and families in which the paradigm of independent
subject pronouns has the same number of PNG combinations as the paradigm of
subject dependent person markers, broken up by area





North America 28 20
South America 23 17
Total 140 86
Table 5. Number of languages and families in which the paradigm of independent
subject pronouns has more PNG combinations than the paradigm of subject
dependent person markers, broken up by area





North America 12 10
South America 21 17
Total 126 65
Table 6. Number of languages and families in which the paradigm of subject
dependent person markers has more PNG combinations than the paradigm of
independent subject pronouns, broken up by area





North America 12 10
South America 3 3
Total 31 24
4. Conclusion
It was was found that, among languages with subject agreement on the verb, NSLs
with seven or more such PNG combinations are the most widespread geographically
and genealogically. On the other hand, NSLs without subject agreement on the verb
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are more widespread than NSLs with seven or more combinations only in Eurasia.
The findings confirm the generally assumed view that languages with rich subject
agreement on the verb tend to allow null subjects, since such languages are well
spread geographically and genealogically.
A possible explanation for this tendency is economy, which is a propensity to
economize time and effort in the expression and interpretation of constructions. The
relationship between null subjects and agreement richness investigated here is an
example of the principle of economy working on language: in order to prevent the use
of an overt subject or the reliance on contextual information, languages tend to encode
clear information on the PNG of the subject through subject agreement on the verb.
However, languages are not always economical. This study reports that Evenki
has unambiguous information on the person and number of the subject and
nevertheless requires overt subjects. Moreover, rich agreement systems might become
poorer sometimes (Siewierska 2004:277-281). In fact, when languages without
subject agreement on the verb are considered, NSLs with seven or more combinations
are not the most geographically and genealogically widespread, as the results have
shown. Therefore, another explanation that must be taken into account is the specific
histories of each family. History might also lead to the diffusion of typological
characteristics among genealogically distinct languages in a specific area (Nichols
1992).
This study showed that languages with two to four PNG combinations are
apparently few, irrespective of having optional or obligatory subjects. This might
indicate that poor agreement does not perform a prominent role in the occurrence or
otherwise of null subjects. However, future research has still to make clear whether
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the characteristics of such poor agreement systems (syncretism patterns, etc.) are
indeed related to pro-drop.
The comparison of languages that have both independent subject pronouns and
agreement markers has shown that only 10% of such languages have dependent
person markers with more PNG combinations than independent subject pronouns.
This finding confirms the view that agreement markers are generally not more
semantically elaborate than independent pronouns. This is due to the
grammaticalization of agreement markers from independent pronouns. If an
independent form becomes bound, then it is more likely that this bound form will
subsequently lose its semantic distinctions rather than elaborate them.
Since this is a large-scale cross-linguistic study, some distinctions could not be
easily made. For example, there might be more partial NSLs than it were found, as the
authors of reference grammars sometimes do not pay due attention to null subject
phenomena. Another distinction that could not be addressed here is that some NSLs
are more likely to omit the subject than others (Cole 2010, Posio 2012). The typology
of null expletive subjects (Camacho 2013:14-20, Holmberg 2010) and the occurrence
of null subjects in embedded clauses (Holmberg et al. 2009:64-65, Haegeman and
Ihsane 1999) have also not yet been investigated from a broader cross-linguistic
perspective. Moreover, future investigation can shed light on the PNG distinctions
and formal similarities seen between independent person forms and agreement
markers that mark subjects, objects, or possessives.
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